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Introduction 
 
Finding an effective solution to the jail overcrowding issue is not only a matter of good public 
policy, it is mandated by Court Order.  Since 1988, the Santa Barbara County Superior Court 
has been overseeing the County’s efforts to eliminate jail overcrowding as a result of the 
lawsuit entitled Inmates of Santa Barbara Jail vs. Sheriff John Carpenter (Case #152487).  
Since the Court issued its August 2, 1988 Decision and Order in this lawsuit, the Sheriff’s 
Department has implemented a number of measures to address jail overcrowding, including 
expanding the Santa Barbara jail by constructing a reception center, implementing early 
release programs, redirecting certain inmates to the Honor Farm, and establishing an 
electronic monitoring program. 
 
Although these efforts temporarily address the overcrowding problem when first implemented, 
it is never long before inmates are sleeping on the floors again.  As the County population 
continues to grow, the number of court cases rises, and the time for processing criminal cases 
through the court system expands, it is inevitable that the jail overcrowding alternatives 
employed by the Sheriff’s Department only serve as stopgap measures.  As the Court 
recognized in its February 13, 1989 Order, “[t]he Court is of the opinion that this long-term 
planning must be done with a view towards establishing suitable facilities in the North County.”     
 
Court Order Overview 
 
The following overview of the Court’s Orders provides a clear progression of the Sheriff 
Department’s and the Jail Overcrowding Task Force’s1 efforts to resolve the jail overcrowding 
issue, and the Court’s determination to find a solution. 
 

• Order of August 2, 1988 (Attachment 1) - The Court enters an Order authorizing the 
Sheriff to institute an early release program, and directs the Jail Overcrowding Task 
Force to prepare a report with specific recommendations regarding such options as 
expanding the Bail/Own Recognizance Unit, expanding the parole program, house 
arrests, and clearing outside agency holds. 

 
• Order of February 13, 1989 (Attachment 2) - The Court issues a detailed Order to the 

Sheriff requiring the implementation of a number of measures to reduce jail 
overcrowding.  The Court recognizes that its Order will result in an increase in the level 
of services, and as a result, an increase in expenses, but concludes that “those 
expenses cannot be avoided if the overcrowding problem is to be seriously addressed 
and dealt with.”  Some of the measures ordered by the Court are an expanded field cite 
release program; sending inmates to the Honor Farm; making facility modifications to 

                                            
1  The Jail Overcrowding Task Force was instituted by the Sheriff in 1985 for the purpose of reviewing procedures 
and policies to alleviate overcrowding.  It has countywide representation, including representatives from the 
Sheriff, Probation, District Attorney, Courts, Public Defender, County Counsel, Alcohol Drug and Mental Health 
Services, CEO and the Board of Supervisors. 
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the Honor Farm; expanding the Own Recognizance units’ staff in North and South 
County; expanding the County parole program; proceeding with plans for facilities and 
development programs; and completing the planning and construction of a new 
reception center at the Main Jail. 

 
• Order of February 23, 1990 - The Court limits the number of female inmates to a 

maximum of 65 individuals. 
 

• Order of January 24, 1996 - As a result of additional beds in the jail basement 
dormitory, the Court increases the female cap to a maximum of 99 inmates. 

 
• Order of September 22, 1998 (Attachment 3) - The Court orders that within one year, 

there must be a reduction in the number of inmates in the male portion of the Main Jail 
from 702 to 587, with 587 being the new cap on the number of inmates.  To ensure that 
the cap is not exceeded, the Court imposes a “flex” cap of 530 inmates.  At any time 
that the male inmate population reaches 530 individuals, the Sheriff is authorized to 
impose release criteria to ensure that the capacity does not exceed 587 inmates.  (This 
Order came more than two years after the Sheriff’s Department argued against 
imposing a cap and instead allowing it to address the jail overcrowding issue in other 
ways, such as those provided by the February 13, 1989 Order.) 

 
• Order of September 7, 1999 - The Court modifies the early release program to require 

inmates eligible for early release to participate in an alternative program, such as 
electronic monitoring, parole, or Sheriff’s Work Alternative Program (SWAP); failure of 
an inmate to agree to participate in an alternative program results in the inmate being 
passed over for early release.  The female inmate cap is increased by 2 and male 
inmate cap is increased by 18. 

 
• Order of December 29, 1999 - The Court amends its prior Orders of September 22, 

1998 and September 7, 1999 to allow the Sheriff to exceed the flex cap in times of 
emergency, including incidents causing mass bookings at the jail.  In such instances of 
emergency, the Sheriff will not be required to immediately release inmates as would 
have been required under the previous Orders. 

 
• Order of April 2001 - The flex cap is reduced from 548 to 520 inmates. 

 
• Order of May 24, 2005 (Attachment 4) - The Court changes the booking criteria at the 

Main Jail; authorizes all pre-trial, post arraignment misdemeanor inmates who meet 
specified criteria into the electronic monitoring program or be issued a citation release 
(which is a promise to appear at the next scheduled hearing); and authorizes the 
reconfiguration of the Main Jail dormitory spaces to add 44 male beds, for a total of 649 
beds. 
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The County’s failure to comply with these Court Orders could result in a finding of contempt 
and an assessment of fines by the Court.  This was the situation in the case of the Board of 
Supervisors of San Diego County, et. al., v. The Superior Court of San Diego County; Manuel 
Armstrong, et.al., Real Parties in Interest (1995) 33 Cal. App. 4th 1724.  On appeal, the Court 
of Appeals concurred with the trial court’s finding of contempt against the Sheriff of San Diego 
County for failing to comply with a consent decree and order limiting the population of one of 
the jails operated by the County.  The Court found that it was the Sheriff’s responsibility to 
operate the jail within the terms of the consent decree, and in this case, the Sheriff had not 
taken all steps available to him to meet the restrictions of the consent decree.  The Court’s 
remedy for contempt was to require the Sheriff to pay a fine of $20 per day per prisoner who 
exceeded the cap set forth in the consent decree.  The monies collected were placed into an 
escrow fund which was exclusively to be used to establish staff and reduce over-the-cap 
housing at the jail.2   
 
Summary 
 
The preceding chronology of Court Orders, issued relative to the Santa Barbara jail 
overcrowding issue, and the San Diego case cited above, demonstrate the increasing 
pressure being placed by the judicial system driving the need for a new jail facility.  The 
County of Santa Barbara increasingly faces the risk of additional penalties and sanctions as 
long as jail overcrowding exists and increases. 

                                            
2  The Court of Appeals did overturn the trial court’s finding of contempt against the San Diego County Board of 
Supervisors, determining that their only responsibility with respect to the consent decree was to provide a 
reasonable amount of funding for the jail to enable the Sheriff to operate it adequately.  The Court of Appeals 
found that the Board had satisfied this requirement. 
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